THE RIVER                                   59
Tom Barter well and had often been to tea with him in a little
tea-shop near the Pilgrims' Inn in the Glastonbury High Street.
She dropped the rudder-lines and clasped her fingers in her
lap. "Row now, will you, John? And I'm not going to steer you
either. I'm going to have a cigarette."
Her instinct was always to smoke a cigarette at any serious
crisis in her life. She lit one now, and out of the midst of a
cloud of smoke she made the plunge. "I believe I know your
friend Tom Barter," she said. Damn! Why must her voice take
that funny tone? "I believe he works in one of Philip's factories.
I believe it's your friend; but of course it may not be. He's got
lodgings next to the Pilgrims' Inn."
Like an experienced fox who hears the dogs in the distance
and automatically takes to the hedge, a deep self-preservative
instinct in John, a male friend-preservative instinct, made him
say hlirriedly, "Do you really think it's the same? I don't believe
it can be. Tom Barter used to go for endless long walks col-
lecting birds' eggs. Does yours do that? If he doesn't go on long
walks alone he's not the same!"
She surrounded her smooth, dark head with smoke that went
trailing in spiral wisps down the water-track behind them. "I
like Tom very much," she said, scrupulously weighing her words.
"There are few people down there that I like better."
They both looked away from each other at the darkly massed
woods which terminated the shining meadows on their right.
"It's the aspen poplars that give this scenery its character,"
he remarked sententiously. "Those rounded masses of foliage,
seen across absolutely level fields, and growing in great wild
scattered clumps too; they give the whole place a park-like look;
and yet it's a neglected, untidy park. Woods on flat ground look
much larger and more mysterious than woods on hillsides. Don't
you think so?"
He wanted above everything else to keep their conversation
away from Tom Barter but the harder he tried to do this the
closer to him did the friend of his boyhood come. The darting
dace cried out "Tom Barter!" as they flashed through the water.
The dazzling sun-gleams upon the surface of the current danced